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Participants graduating from systems thinking 
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1. WHAT: What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational or
development challenge(s) or opportunities prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or
adapt?

2. What two CLA Sub-Components are most clearly reflected in your case?



3. HOW: What steps did you take to apply CLA approaches to address the challenge or
opportunity described above?



4. RESULTS: Choose one of the following questions to answer.

We know you may have answers in mind for both questions; However please choose one to highlight as part of this
case story



5. ENABLING CONDITIONS: How have enabling conditions - resources (time/money/staff),
organizational culture, or business/work processes - influenced your results? How would
you advise others to navigate any challenges you may have faced?

Photo Caption & Credit: Upload a photo, including a description and photo credit, to the Web 
Form. You do NOT need to upload a photo to this submission case form.

If you are submitting a case on behalf of an Implementing Partner, please inform the 
country Mission of your intent to submit a case. If the country Mission plans to submit 
a case, please work on a joint case submission. 

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID's CLA Practice in the Bureau for Planning, Learning and 
Resource Management (PLR) and by the Program Cycle Mechanism (PCM), a PLR mechanism implemented by 

Environmental Incentives and Bixal. 
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	Case Title: Creating a Community of Local Systems Practitioners to Address Local Development Challenges Using Systems Thinking
	Submitter:  Glen de Castro, Maria Isabel Salinas, and Meghan Bolden 
	Organization: Gerry Roxas Foundation, Corporación ECOSS, and LINC
	Summary: This case focuses on how 16 local organizations decided to address complex local development challenges stuck in vicious cycles through systems thinking. Systems thinking, which involves comprehending the dynamics of actors, factors, and their relationships, is typically promoted by international experts, rather than local organizations implementing development programs. The Communities of Practice for Effective Partnerships (COPE) activity aims to dispel the belief that systems thinking is reserved for high level international practitioners by localizing systems thinking. 

From 2017 to 2020, the U.S. Agency for International Development's (USAID) Local Works Program funded the Local Systems Practice Activity, which provided systems thinking training to organizations from eight countries in Asia and Latin America. Inspired by this training, 16 local organizations sought continued learning and mutual support, leading to the establishment of COPE in 2023. This initiative aimed to organically grow a community of systems thinking practitioners in the Global South.

COPE incentivized participation with "learning while doing" demonstration projects, providing $55,000 to each organization to address a local development challenge using systems thinking. Recognizing that training and funding alone wouldn't build a community, COPE emphasized intentional engagement to be a “member.” A virtual kick-off reflection session defined the community vision, practices, and learning preferences, resulting in a Code of Conduct. Multiple communication channels, including WhatsApp, Google Classroom, and GitBook, facilitated continuous interaction and resource sharing. Overall, the initiative has fostered a sense of openness that supports learning and action on complex development challenges by encouraging knowledge and experiences sharing with systems thinking approaches, as they try them.

	Context: The kind of challenges that international development organizations like USAID, as well as more local organizations, try to address are complex. Challenges such as creating employment and economic opportunities for the most vulnerable and typically excluded groups (like Afro-Colombian women or fishers in the Visayan Sea), providing quality education for youth in Mindanao to acquire basic reading skills, and facilitating access to quality health insurance and services for private sector workers in Cambodia, have more in common than we might realize. They are often difficult to understand, unpredictable, and tend to recur despite the best efforts of citizens, government, and stakeholders.  

These obstacles may be better understood using systems thinking, which involves understanding the whole context and the dynamics of the parts: actors, factors, and processes and their relationships. However, systems thinking approaches and assessments tend to be known and practiced by a small group of “experts” who provide guidance rather than by more local organizations who implement.  

From 2017 to 2020, the USAID Local Works-funded Local Systems Practice (LSP) Activity provided trainings, facilitated by LINC, on systems thinking to representatives from organizations across a range of technical areas and sectors from eight countries across Asia and Latin America. The trainings inspired 16 of these local organizations to pursue a way for all of them to continue to learn from each other, as well as to get training, coaching, and resources from others to explore how they could practically use systems approaches to make their development programming more effective. 

This innovative mechanism received funding from USAID and kicked off in 2023, building a new community of practitioners of systems thinking in the Global South that share tools and learning as they strive to effectively lead development efforts in their communities and local systems. 
	Dropdown2: [Openness]
	CLA Approach: As local organizations sought to formalize their collaboration on systems thinking, the Gerry Roxas Foundation in the Philippines was chosen as the lead organization, Corporación ECOSS in Colombia coordinated Latin American counterparts, and LINC provided technical assistance. The challenge was in building a supportive, multilingual community across diverse sectors and regions. This community building was further complicated by the fact that only one member, apart from LINC, had significant experience with systems thinking.

First, the organizations worked on a proposal to USAID that emphasized learning while doing via “demonstration projects” for each of the active members of the proposed COPE Activity. For many of the organizations, this would be their first time receiving USAID funding to complement their organization’s work. Each organization is proposed to receive $55,000 to test systems thinking tools, after meeting basic criteria for funding. But, just receiving training and funding does not mean that the organizations are a “community” nor that they will be “learning” from one another.  

All too often, an exciting concept gets pitched and funded, hoping that by completing startup deliverables together, like a strategy; work plan; Activity Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning Plan (AMELP); and communications plan, it will form a sense of community amongst the stakeholders. Often, these stakeholders sort of know each other from participation in training over a few weeks. However, for COPE, these encounters were in 2019, and many of the participating organizations had experienced turnover and shifts in programming, given the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. Given these obstacles in interacting, Gerry Roxas Foundation, ECOSS, and LINC, together with their USAID counterparts in the USAID Local, Faith, and Transformative Partnerships Hub, concluded that prioritizing intentional engagement would lead to members' initiative and action on new ideas.

As a first step to engaging key stakeholders as “members,” COPE held a virtual kick-off reflection session to reflect on the “community” vision of the members, determine what kind of practice of systems thinking approaches and peer to peer learning they wanted, and then to work on a Code of Conduct, before writing any plan. This kick-off reflection session (using virtual platforms like Miro and Zoom) was interactive and intentionally a bit informal, actually marketed as an “encuentro” or “gathering.” It resulted in many ideas from various members to encourage openness, sharing, and understanding, including the request for multiple digital platforms to facilitate network development and for translation of meetings. 

From kick-off in March 2023 until July 2024, COPE has used multiple digital channels to foster community and peer sharing. WhatsApp has been used with Spanish and English groups to share updates, plan, and request feedback. There often have been pictures and informal communications that build a sense of community. Google Classroom has been used to share resources prior to and after virtual refresher trainings. Practicums, which were designed to encourage collaboration on Miro, have been held and recorded to increase familiarity and comfort with using systems thinking tools. Virtual office hours have been held and can be requested of “coaches” to support the development of demonstration project concept ideas. Gerry Roxas also requested and received access to a GitBook site free of charge to facilitate knowledge sharing amongst the stakeholders, so this space can be sustained even after the award comes to an end. Finally, COPE held a virtual graduation ceremony for those trained and eligible for demo projects. Acknowledging participants’ efforts in learning systems thinking helped to motivate them to continuously apply lessons learned into their demonstration projects and prove that systems thinking can be localized.


	Dropdown1: [External Collaboration]
	Dropdown3: [B. ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS]
	Factors: COPE has benefited from fostering an organizational culture that promotes learning from both success and failure, and recognizes that we all bring a range of experiences and levels of expertise to a challenge. One of the key findings from the anonymous survey was that many of the COPE members considered themselves competent, proficient or even experts in leading the design of development projects, even though they did not feel confident about their abilities to understand and analyze the local systems in which they operate. Later, they shared that finding out what other organizations have tried, especially in systems thinking approaches, is challenging. This meant that in order to help the community to change how they normally design development projects, technical guidance and practical experience would be needed in how systems thinking can be used to improve the design of development projects. That said, systems thinking approaches may not always be timely, practical, or useful for teams, so LINC decided to share concrete examples (both positive and negative) from LINC’s own proposal design processes and project implementation experiences, as well as from some of its staff and consultants, to facilitate learning from real examples. The community shared a lot of positive responses to openly sharing the challenges of using and presenting a Causal Loop Diagram or a Social Network Analysis. The airing of the good, bad, and ugly really did help create a sense of comfort for many of the members to share their opinions and ideas and to request more practical experience sharing.

	DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS or ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS: The COPE team has taken many efforts to promote and strengthen the community that the members seek. The initial kick-off reflection identified a norm that all start-up deliverables would reference how the group of local organization representatives would intentionally look for connections between themselves and other members. As a result, the next COPE meetings used tools to visualize which sectors each organization worked in, and recognized the broader community of other organizations that work to address similar challenges in their local communities or systems. These exercises helped COPE members recognize that within the "community" of practitioners, not only are geography, language, or sector potential connections among them, but also their ways of working—or not working—collectively with other organizations in their local contexts, which may help them learn alongside each other.

Also, members’ willingness to respond to initial anonymous surveys about familiarity and use of systems thinking tools in their programming cycles was useful for building trust amongst each other. Two thirds of the respondents self-identified as “novice” or “advanced beginners” in systems thinking tools and methods. Respondents also had low confidence in their organizations’ abilities to conduct analyses of the systems they work in. These responses gave members the confidence to be honest about what their organization does not know or practice in how they use systems thinking in the self-assessment baseline of using a systems change approach for measuring performance improvement (SCAMPI). These self-assessments, while not anonymous, are also a key reference in developing the practicums and identifying which members had experiences with systems thinking approaches to share (both good and bad).  Using these self-assessments as a guide, COPE is eager to see how knowledge sharing from organization to organization is applied during demonstration projects and how this improves members’ understanding of systems thinking. 





